
“I encourage people to 
be fearless. But in that 

fearlessness, be professional... 
You have to be fearless and do 

what you feel is right 
for your career path. ”
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Not only is she an amazing actress who has bided her time in Hollywood over the last seventeen years, 
Karimah Westbrook is also an authentic and self-aware woman – a fierce combination in an industry that 
often celebrates facades. She invested her time and efforts to a craft that many would have given up on 
years ago; more importantly, she’s invested in the craft of telling groundbreaking and unique stories that 
resonate deeply. 

Whether as a mom in a Proctor & Gamble commercial showcasing parents having “the talk” with their 
children, or starring in the CW drama, All American, Karimah Westbrook is. 

She is everything that we’ve been waiting for when we think about the new era of trailblazers that are 
coming forth in Hollywood. Not just as a woman of color, but as a woman, period. Westbrook is a part of a 
powerful time in Hollywood; a time where the woman’s voice and presence is rising above the brokenness 
and hardships, into a groundbreaking new moment with a fresh new face. I sat down to chat with Karimah 
Westbrook, to discuss her first, major lead role as Grace James on All American, working alongside Matt 
Damon in the 2017 Drama, Suburbicon; and the role her faith in Christ played in keeping her grounded 
throughout her journey. 

Karimah Westbrook
“Blazing a Trail of Fire in Hollywood”

By Mya Kay

KW: I feel very honored and blessed. I feel 
very emotional about what’s happening in the 
industry overall right now. When I first moved 
to L.A., you could count on one hand how 
many African-American women were visible 
and being a lead was even more rare. I honestly 
get very emotional about it because it feels like 
progress. More of our stories are being told and 
actors of color aren’t just being limited to one 
voice and one dimension of what our experi-
ence is. I’m honored to play Grace James but 
I’m even more excited about all that’s happen-
ing behind and in front of the scenes when it 
comes to our culture’s representation. 

about what you think both of these worlds are 
like, but you come to find out that although we 
look different on the outside and come from 
different backgrounds, at the heart, we’re the 
same in a lot of regards.

It’s a big of coming-of-age moment for Spencer 
and every character tied to him. Each character 
has their own thing that they’re going through 
and there are dualities in everyone. Because 
we’re all connected to him, the writers were 
able to capture the characters beautifully. 

MK: The 2018-2019 pilot season is said to be 
one of the most diverse yet. 54 of the season’s 
75 pilots that were cast as of February 2018, 
people of color were cast in the lead roles in ap-
prox. 56% of new projects across all networks 
(variety.com, 2/27/18). How does it feel to 
know that you are a part of that number?

Mya Kay: I’m excited about All American, 
namely because it touches on racism and 
parallels with a lot of what we’re going through 
in America today. What was one of the most 
compelling scenes that highlighted racism in 
the pilot episode?

Karimah Westbrook: In the pilot, we didn’t 
really touch a whole lot on racism, however, 
one of the things that was very real in the pilot, 
coming from the perspective of children who 
live in the inner city, is the lack of opportu-
nities that they are often presented with. My 
quest as a mother on the show is to position my 
children to have the best opportunities. In the 
show, my kids and a lot of the children in our 
neighborhood fall victim to their environment. 
My goal in the pilot was to convince my son to 
do something different. 

MK: In your own words, help me convey the 
message/concept of All American to our read-
ers. 

KW: All American is about the challenges of a 
teen boy who’s from Compton who transfers to 
a high school in Beverly Hills. The show high-
lights the different struggles our family and the 
family he eventually moves in with, go through. 
What I love most about the show is that you 
have these concepts and ideas (stereotypes)
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MK: You’ve played a mother a few times but 
I know you don’t have children in real life. 
Where did you pull from to play Grace James? 

KW: I talked to Spencer’s mom (the real Spen-
cer Paysinger) on the phone and had a chance 
to sit with him as well. The show is loosely 
based off of his life, so doing that helped a lot. 
However, I think overall, any woman can por-
tray a mom. If you have love for children and 
want them to do well in life, then ultimately 
you can translate that onto screen. I didn’t have 
to pull from anything that was so far removed 
from me, especially since I have nieces. I just 
had to make it real based on the circumstances 
that are played out in the show. 

MK: I have to ask this question, especially 
since the show is about football. With all that’s 
going on in the White House Administration 
and what has been going on with Trump and 
the NFL, how do you feel this show will pos-
itively affect the climate of our country right 
now? 

KW: I think the show really exposes other as-
pects of football in the sense of how important 
community, team work, sportsmanship and 
bringing kids together are. I don’t know how 
much the show will have a voice in reference to 
how people will look at football differently, but 
the writing is so good on the show and high-
lights so much more than just football. That’s 
what my son does on the show, but there’s so 
many layers that the writers explore. The show 
goes beyond football. 

MK: What are some reasons you believe that 
young boys of color should watch this show?

KW: I think Spencer reflects a lot of young 
men - ones who are going through what he’s 
going through now or those who have come out 
of it. The show is entertaining, relatable and it’s 
inspiring for any young teen who has a dream, 
especially with the coming-of-age angle. The 
show offers a lot of food for thought. Honestly, 
there is something for everyone in this show. I 
believe a lot of different people from different 
backgrounds can take something away from 
this show, regardless of their race or socioeco-
nomic status.  

MK: Talk about how you got the role on All 
American and the importance of keeping your 
ambition in check in Hollywood? What would 
you have to say to young creatives who have ex-
perienced a lot of rejection? 

KW: I was auditioning a lot during pilot sea-
son and this was one of the auditions that I got.

Typically, you go in more than once when you’re 
being considered for a role. First, for the casting 
people, then again, to meet the producers and 
director. Then the network starts making their 
decision. Once I found out that the network/
studio were going to see if they liked me, there 
was a five-day waiting period. During those 
five days, I had a lot of anxiety, but I knew if it 
was for me, the door would open. 

I chose to audition for this show because I fell 
in love with the writing and I could tell that 
this story was going to be inspiring. I really, re-
ally wanted this role. I could feel it. But at some 
point, you just have to let go and trust that you 
did your part.

On a Thursday night, I went to church and the 
sermon was about “If it’s for you, it’s for you”. 
Somehow, I found peace in that, so the next 
day, I didn’t even turn my phone on. I surren-
dered to whichever direction it was going to go 
in. When I turned my phone back on, that’s 
when I got all the messages telling me that I 
had gotten the role.

I’ve been working at this for a very long time. 
There’s no real knowing in this business. The 
best thing to do is to stick with it and keep 
pursuing your dreams and do the best you can. 
After you get rejections for so long and for so 
many years, you have to trust that whichever 
way things go, that’s what was meant to be. 

I do believe Suburbicon may have helped with 
exposure, as far as me getting sought out for 
roles, but it could’ve just been my prayers and 
been my time that led me to this moment. I’ve 
worked very hard in the last few years and have 
been focused in a different way and I believe 
now, I was ready for this opportunity. Before, 
I wasn’t as emotionally mature as I needed to 
be, to have roles of this caliber. There’s a mold-
ing and a growth that’s taking place during the 
journey and a lot of artists have to realize that.

MK: Talk about how your faith sustained you? 
What gems can you drop for actresses trying to 
make it in this business, especially for a young 
Christian girl? 

KW: I encourage people to be fearless. But 
in that fearlessness, be professional. I worked 
pretty frequently for the first six years I was in 
L.A. I worked pretty consistently, and I believe 
it was because I followed my instincts. I also 
worked on the other side of the camera as a 
producer and I understand time being wasted. 
I followed my spirit when I showed up at the 
audition for Save the Last Dance. I just showed 
up. Some casting people might say “You 
shouldn’t do that” or “I wouldn’t recommend



that,” but landing that role gave me enough 
money to pack up and move to LA. You have 
to be fearless and do what you feel is right for 
your career path. 

Most importantly, you can create your own 
calling card for people to get to know who you 
are. You can generate more work for yourself by 
creating your own door, especially today. 

Lastly, there are a lot of believers in Hollywood 
and you’ll attract your tribe. Hollywood is safe, 
and I say that in the sense of: if you continue

to walk with God; don’t put yourself in situa-
tions that you know don’t feel are right or that 
are unprofessional; find your church home and 
always follow your instincts, it’s safe. Holly-
wood is no different from any other place that 
you would have to navigate wisely. 

You don’t have to chase Hollywood to make it 
in Hollywood. People have this idea that you 
have to come out here to meet the right person, 
but the truth is, you’ll be led to the right per-
son. That saying of, “It’s who you know,” is

 correct, but more importantly, it’s who you work 
with. You don’t have to try to hit a Hollywood par-
ty to meet all these great people. I’ve rarely worked 
with anyone that I met at a Hollywood party or 
networking event. 

Karimah Westbrook, in all her wisdom and creative 
grandeur, is definitely blazing a trail in Hollywood – 
one that she can look back over proudly and say, she 
honored who she was, kept the faith and did the work 
of becoming who she is today. 

All American premiered October 10th on the CW 
and features an amazing cast of African-American 
leads, including Karimah Westbrook, Daniel Ezra 
and Taye Diggs. Tune in every Wednesday at 9PM 
to keep up with Grace James and her family. 

Follow Karimah on Instagram:
@only1karimah. 

“More of our stories are being told and actors of color aren’t just 
being limited to one voice and one dimension of what our 

experience is.”
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